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			This book is inspired by my experience growing up with an Invisible Disability.

			Some parts are True, 
some parts are Kind of True, 
and some parts are Completely Made Up because I have an overactive imagination.

		

	
		
			Part One
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			One

			My Gift and My Curse

			This was me in first grade…

			
				[image: ]
			

			I was drawing a koala bear for a book report. I finished my drawing and turned around to see how everyone else’s koala bears compared to mine.

			Mine was better.

			A LOT better.

			My teacher was making the rounds and stopped at my desk. She asked if she could show my drawing to the class. There were “oohs” and “ahhs” when she held it up. There were also some kids who crumpled up their koalas after seeing mine. It was a little embarrassing to get so much attention, but at least it was for something I was proud of.

			This was me, later that same year…
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			I’d just won a citywide poster design contest that was meant to encourage kids to read. My teacher had encouraged me to enter. I won a plaque and two hundred books for my school’s library.

			After that, I started drawing all the time. I always had several sketchbooks on the go, filled with my doodles and ideas. I drew people, animals, whatever was around me. If there was nobody around, I’d make up my own characters and write stories to go along with them. I had no interest in coloring books because I didn’t like staying inside the lines.

			I taught myself how to draw by copying artists I admired. Once I figured out how to draw in their style, I put my own spin on things. I’d swipe a nose from Charlie Brown, test out a mouth from Porky Pig, and toss in a pose from Calvin and Hobbes, then I’d Frankenstein them all together into my own mad creation. Some experiments were successful, some were failures. I learned from them all.

			I was a sponge, soaking up whatever I could, wherever I could. I bought comic books at the corner store with my allowance. I watched Saturday morning cartoons religiously. I’d pull out the funnies from the newspaper every Sunday. I went to see animated movies whenever they came to our theater.

			One weekend my dad and I had just finished watching one of my all-time favorites, 101 Dalmatians. As the credits rolled, my dad asked if I knew what I wanted to do when I grew up. Without hesitation I said, “I’m going to live in California and make animated movies.”

			When I was eight years old, I knew what I wanted to do.

			I had a plan for my life, and it was all mapped out.

			But of course, I wouldn’t be telling you this story if the rest of my life was all candy corn and rainbows. Little did I know, a dark cloud was rolling in. A life-altering, plan-destroying, heat-seeking missile had just been launched…and I was the target!

			That same year I found my GIFT, I also found my CURSE.

		

	
		
			Two

			The Diagnosis

			Ihadn’t been feeling well for several weeks. I was losing weight and had a fever that wouldn’t go away. My parents were concerned. My doctor wanted to run some tests. Then he wanted to run some MORE tests. I’ll spare you the gory details but let’s just say, the worst test you’ve ever taken at school is a walk in the park compared to these horror shows. If I had to sum them up in three words, they would be:

			
				Yuck. GROSS! and Get-That-Thing-Away-From-Me!!!

			

			Once all the results were in, my doctor decided he wanted a second opinion and sent us to a specialist who could help figure out what was going on. His specialty was almost impossible to pronounce. GASTROENTEROLOGY. It sounded like somebody who should be an expert on gas planets. Then again, my stomach had been gurgling nonstop lately, so maybe the name made sense.

			As my parents and I waited for the gassyologist, I sat on the crunchy paper that had been rolled out on the exam table, wearing nothing but my socks and the hospital gown the nurse had given me. I was cold. There was a little kid screaming in the next room. There always seemed to be a kid screaming in the next room at the doctor’s office. There were stencils of flowers and butterflies on the colored walls, but that cutesy stuff wasn’t fooling anyone. Doctors’ offices are scary, no matter how hard they try to convince you otherwise.
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			The gassyologist/specialist/doctor finally entered. He was looking over my chart. For a long time. Had he not read it until now? Or was he rereading it because the results were so terrible that they couldn’t possibly be true? Either way, he was really milking the tension that was already sky-high. Finally, he turned to us and delivered the diagnosis: CROHN’S DISEASE. He paused for dramatic effect.

			My mom looked like she’d been hit by a truck.

			My dad held her hand and took a deep breath.

			“What’s Crohn’s disease?” I asked, looking at them all looking at me with concern.

			“Simply put,” the doctor explained, “it’s an inflammatory bowel disease that can affect the entire digestive tract but is most common in the upper and lower intestines.”

			Simply put? He sounded like a robot reading from a medical encyclopedia! As the doctor droned on about symptoms like fever, diarrhea, stomach cramps, vomiting, weight loss…I started to become distracted by something else. It sounded like a wild boar chewing noisily close by. I slowly turned my head. Only moments ago, the other half of the exam table had been empty, but now…
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			…A 7FT CREATURE SAT THERE!

			It looked like a cross between an ogre and a member of a motorcycle gang. Except instead of a leather jacket, it was wearing a hospital gown just like mine.

			As the doctor moved on to the topic of foods I should avoid—nuts, seeds, corn…

			“W-w-what are you?” I was petrified but tried to speak as calmly as possible to avoid agitating the creature.

			“I’m your disease,” it said matter-of-factly, and offered me some of its snack. “Corn chip?”

			I leaped to my feet and SCREAMED.

			“WHERE DID IT COME FROM?” I demanded answers.

			The doctor pointed to a poster on the wall. It was an illustration of a healthy person’s bowel. As he proceeded to explain where my disease was located, I imagined a tiny camera zooming down my digestive tract, past my stomach, twisting through my small intestine, snaking down increasingly narrow passageways, and grinding to a halt in a swollen, inflamed land known as…

			My Ileum.

			It was an evil place covered in angry blisters.

			Suddenly, the ground started to rumble. I heard a distant moan getting closer and louder. Then it turned into a full-on roar as a slime-covered hand burst through the wall. The creature pulled itself up from the bowels of the Earth! Or in this case…

			“Where the small and large intestines meet,” my doctor said.

			I couldn’t tell if I was hallucinating or if the creature sitting next to me was real. Why was nobody else freaking out about this thing except me? Maybe I was having a nervous breakdown.

			“There’s a cure for this, right?” I was desperate.

			My doctor shook his head and calmly explained that I had a “chronic” disease, which meant there was no cure.

			“What?” I said. “I’m going to be stuck with this thing for MY WHOLE LIFE?”

			I think my outburst snapped the doctor out of robot mode because he seemed more sympathetic as he assured me that there were lots of ways to help manage my disease.

			“It’s going to make life more complicated, J.J.,” he told me, “but it doesn’t have to stop you from doing what you love.”

			But I’d stopped listening after “There is no cure.”

			That afternoon, my parents and I left the doctor’s office shaken and deeply disturbed. My disease skipped merrily along behind us.

		

	
		
			Three

			Roomies for Life

			My disease sat next to me on the drive home. He took up almost the entire backseat. His head was smooshed against the roof. He tried to buckle the seat belt, but his body was too big for it to reach.

			“Volvo, huh?” he said, trying to make small talk. “Solid car. Safe, practical…”

			He gave up on the seat belt. “I’m more of a Harley guy myself. I like to feel the wind in my hair, see the road under my feet…”

			My parents didn’t respond. At one point my mom turned around to look at us. Or was she just looking at me? She had a hazy, faraway look on her face, so I couldn’t tell. It seemed like she was about to say something, then thought better of it and faced forward again.

			My disease turned to me and whispered, “Was it something I said?”

			I tried to tune him out. I needed to make sense of this enormous—THING—that had just happened to me. It couldn’t have just appeared out of the blue. There must have been signs of this coming. I’d been feeling terrible for a while, but I racked my brain trying to remember anything else that could have led to this COMPLETE AND UTTER DISASTER…

			

			—

			Like that time at my friend’s birthday party a couple months ago. We were watching a scary movie and I was devouring a bucket of popcorn. There was a flash of lightning. I looked out the window and saw the silhouette of something watching me outside in the rain. My friends all said it was the movie messing with my mind, but I could’ve sworn what I saw was real.

			Or a few weeks ago when I had a stomachache and my mom had to pick me up from school. I was in the backseat on the way home when some demon pulled up alongside me on his chopper, locked eyes with me, then peeled off in a blast of flame.

			They seemed like isolated incidents at the time, but apparently trouble had been brewing for a while.

			By the time we pulled into our driveway, my parents hadn’t said a word the entire way home. As my dad opened the front door, my mom finally broke the ice and gave me a giant hug. She held on for a long time.

			“It’s going to be okay,” she said, although I think she was saying it as much for herself as for me.

			While my mom went inside to check on my brother and pay the babysitter, my dad took out a carton of chocolate milk from the fridge. He poured us each a glass. Chocolate milk was his favorite and he only shared it on special occasions. We each took a swig, then sat in silence. I watched as my disease checked out his new digs. He perused the bookshelves, flipped through my dad’s record collection, and gave the art on our walls a once-over. He seemed more or less satisfied with the arrangement.

			“Mom was afraid this was going to happen, wasn’t she?” I asked.

			My dad nodded.

			“It’s the same thing she has, right?” I asked. I’d only been vaguely aware of my mother’s disease up until then.

			My disease was now testing out our rocking chair, seeing how far he could rock before it eventually toppled over with a Thud. My dad finished his chocolate milk.

			“Do you remember staying with me at your grandparents’ when you were two?” he asked.

			I could only patch together snippets from that time…Trips to the park strapped into the seat on the back of my dad’s bicycle…The paisley felted wallpaper in my grandparents’ guest room…The powdered cheese from the mac and cheese box, which my grandmother always transferred from its cheap paper package into her fancy silver shaker…And I remembered why we were there…because my mother had to stay in the hospital for a long time.

			“Will I need to stay in the hospital, too?” I asked. My disease, now rummaging through the fridge, stopped to look over. He seemed equally curious to hear what my dad had to say.

			“The doctor doesn’t think so,” he said. “There are a lot of things we can try before we need to worry about anything like that.” My dad gave me a comforting smile, but truth be told, nothing was comforting to me that day.

			

			—

			After everything that had happened that morning, I needed some “Me Time” like nobody’s business. I made a beeline for my room and shut the door quickly before—

			
				Knock. Knock. Knock.

			

			Ugh.

			I took a deep breath and reluctantly opened the door.

			He was just standing there, staring down at me disapprovingly.

			“What kind of welcome was that?” my disease said. “No tour? No chocolate milk? By the way, dairy—that’s a big no-no, Friend-O. You just sent your little tummy on a first-class trip to Grumble Town.”

			Then as if on cue…

			
				Grrrruuuummmbble

			

			I shoved a pillow against my stomach, trying to muffle the noise.

			With a cocky smile, my disease belly flopped onto the bed. It buckled, nearly breaking from the weight. He kicked back, making himself right at home.
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			“The name’s Norm, by the way.”

			“As in Norman?” I asked.

			“As in Normal,” he replied. “Like, better get used to me, ’cause I’m the new Norm!”

			He was admiring my room, which he seemed to think was his now, too. Some of my drawings were taped to the wall and caught his eye.

			“Did you draw those?”

			I nodded.

			He noticed some of my sketchbooks and started leafing through one of them.

			“You’ve got a bright future, kid…,” he said.

			“Thanks,” I replied.

			“…Unless I ruin it for you.”

			No longer trusting him with my sketchbook, I took it back and locked it in my desk drawer, along with all the others. Then I backed away, unsure how to read the situation I seemed to have found myself in.

			“Am I supposed to be scared of you?” I asked.

			“Up to you,” he said.

			I started pacing. “So, how is this whole arrangement supposed to work?”

			“No idea.” Norm shrugged. “I didn’t come with an instruction manual. I’m guessing it’s one of those figure-it-out-as-we-go-type of scenarios. Works for me, though, I’m more of a live-each-day-like-it’s-your-last, pedal-to-the-metal, ride-or-die kinda guy! You feel me, roomie?”

			But nothing about this scenario felt good to me.

			“Listen,” I said. “I have a TON of homework to do before school tomorrow—”

			“Take a sick day.” Norm brightened. “You’ve got the perfect excuse!”

			I turned around and sat down at my desk, pretending to work.

			“I know you’re not working…,” he sang from the bed.

			Ugh! I scrunched up my paper into a ball. If only there was a way to get rid of this thing.

			“Hellooooo,” Norm called out. “You can’t just pretend like I don’t exist.”

			I froze.

			That’s it…, I thought. I can totally pretend like you don’t exist. In fact, that’s EXACTLY what I’ll do!

			Then a terrifying thought occurred to me…What if he can read my mind?

			“Can you read my mind?” I cautiously asked out loud.

			Norm concentrated, trying as hard as he could to hear my thoughts.

			“Nope. No can do,” he said.

			Whew!

		

	
		
			Four

			Normal at Any Cost

			I left for school the next day with a foolproof plan. OPERATION: NORM DOESN’T EXIST was in full effect. I slipped out the back door when he wasn’t looking. I tiptoed through the snow, careful not to make a sound. I made it all the way to the end of my street and Norm was nowhere in sight. Success! Feeling mighty pleased with myself, I turned the corner with a swagger to my step and—WHAM! I SLAMMED RIGHT INTO HIM.

			“Forgetting something?” Norm grinned.

			My heart sank as he waited for me to lead the way. He was wearing a backpack and a winter hat that looked about six sizes too small. His giant yellow teeth were chattering from the cold.

			“What is this f-f-frigid wasteland?” he said, disturbed by the slushy brown snow.

			“Canada,” I replied. “I’ll be moving to California when I grow up.”

			“Oh, thank god!” Norm exhaled, frost billowing from his mouth.

			I sped up my pace, trying to put some distance between us.

			Norm sped up, too.

			I tried to shake him at the next turn, but Norm was unshakable.

			I broke into a sprint. Then I got a cramp and had to stop.

			Norm jogged on the spot, trying to keep warm while he waited.

			“You into motorcycles?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“I’m into motorcycles. Working on a custom chopper back at my buddy’s shop. I call her EL DIABLO. She’s a beaut. Just added a sidecar with your name on it. Anytime you want a lift to school, just say the word.”

			“I prefer to walk.” I headed on my way, then slipped and fell on a patch of black ice. I couldn’t leave Canada soon enough.

			Meanwhile, Norm was completely oblivious to everything around him. At one point he started crossing the road while the light was still red. Cars whizzed by but Norm didn’t seem to care. A van was barreling right toward him.

			“NORM! LOOK OUT!” I yelled, but he didn’t even break stride. I darted into the street and shoved him out of the way in the nick of time. Had I not saved him, Norm would have been toast.

			Honk! Honk! Another car blasted its horn and jammed on the brakes.

			“GET OUTTA THE ROAD!” the driver shouted.

			I grabbed Norm and scurried back onto the sidewalk.

			“Are you out of your mind?” I shouted. “You could’ve gotten yourself killed out there!”

			Norm looked at me like I was the one with the problem.

			“I’m fine,” he said. “That guy was honking at you.”

			

			—

			By the time we arrived at school, I was a mess. My stomach was in a knot. I braced myself for what would surely be the worst day of my life. Once people saw my disease, it would be game over. They’d take one look at me and run for their lives, cower in their lockers, and pray that my hideous disease wouldn’t spread its cooties and curse them for all eternity as it had cursed me! I took a deep breath, opened the front doors, and braced myself for TOTAL MAYHEM.

			In my wildest dreams, I could not have imagined what happened next. As Norm and I walked through the halls to my locker, it was just like any other day. Nobody said or did anything out of the ordinary. We entered class. Again, no big deal. I sat down at my desk. Norm pulled up a chair next to me.

			“Maybe you could go sit in the corner? Or over by the cubbies? Or outside?” I whispered.

			“I’m good,” Norm said at his normal volume: loud.

			I slunk down in my chair, trying to blend in with the furniture in the hopes nobody would notice the hulking beast by my side.

			“J-J-J-J-J…,” someone stammered nervously.

			Too late, I said to myself. Bring on the pain.

			I leaned over so I could see around Norm, fully expecting the whole class to be staring in horror. But it was just my friend Patrick trying to get my attention. He wasn’t scared, he just had a stutter and my name always tripped him up. Patrick was holding a folded-up note.

			“P-p-pass it to Sophie,” he said. Even though Norm was sitting between us, Patrick didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t reach around him to pass me the note or slide it under Norm’s feet. Patrick just reached
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